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ABSTRACT 

A common practice in medical education is to create a prescribed distribution of grades or ratings so that 
only a certain percentage of students receive the highest marks. This approach typically is employed to curb 
grade inflation and as a means to help faculty distinguish outstanding performers. Despite the well-intentioned 
reasoning for using prescribed grade distributions, a number of associated problems and probable consequences 
may result from this practice. Thus, the purpose of this article was to discuss the assumptions underlying this 
potentially unwise practice, the defensibility of this evaluation practice in the high-stakes arena of medical 
education, and the unintended consequences that such practices and policies may have on a student body 
and the larger educational environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A common practice in medical education is to create prescribed 
grade distributiorrs. That is, faculty, ofterr at the request of a 
departmerrt chair or deatr, attempt to sort studerrts’ grades irrto 
various levels of performatrce. Typically, otrly a certairr percentage 
of studerrts will receive the highest grades, arrother percerrtage of 
studerrts will receive a less distirrguishable grade, and so otr. The 
practice is primarily interrded to curb grade inflatiotr; a problem 
that is particularly pervasive itr clerkships [1], as marry irrstructors 
fear providing too marry high trrarks is irrappropriate or would result 
in suspicion atrrotrg others who trray review course performatrce 
statistics. Proponents of prescribed grade distributions typically site 
the ability to distinguish outstanding performers as desirable atrd like 
the idea of havitrg eonsistent grade distributiorrs from year to year. 
Despite the pereeived advarrtages of preseribed grade distributiorrs, 
the purpose of this article was to discuss the assurrrptions, 
deferrsibility, and probable consequences of this practiee. 

PROBLEMS WITH PRESCRIBED GRADE 
DISTRIBUTIONS 

Medieal education has long beetr regarded as otre of the rrrost 
eorrrpetitive diseiplitres to gaitr adtrrissiotr. With aeeeptarree 


rates getrerally aroutrd S% or less, otrly the rrrost talerrted, 
highly select, atrd highly rrrotivated studerrts typieally are 
offered adtrrissiotr [2]. Givetr this baekdrop, is it trot illogieal 
to antieipate that only, say 15%, of students will reeeive an 
“Horrors” grade or otherwise “perfortrr at the highest level” otrce 
adrrritted irrto a progratrr? This is equivalent to saying 85% of 
acadetrrically elite studerrts are expected to perfortrr at sotrre level 
below the “highest level” upon entering a program. This message 
tends to insirruate that either the progratrr will do sorrrethirrg to 
students that causes them to demorrstrate a wider variatiorr itr 
abilities, or the program will otherwise trrake such judgrrrents 
regardless of variation atrrong students’ abilities. What does this 
truly say about a progratrr that chooses to adopt such a policy? 
What message does it convey to studerrts? 

W-Tren cotrsideritrg the well-knowtr relationship betweerr studerrt 
leanring atrd quality of irrstruetiorr, there is evetr trrore cotrfusiotr. 
Because perfonrratree trreasures are trot otrly itrfluetreed by 
studerrt ability, but also quality of irrstruetiorr, therr the 
assurrrptiorr that otrly 15% of the studerrts will “perfortrr at the 
highest level” suggests there rrrust be virtually tro variatiorr itr 
irrstruetiorral quality aeross eourses. Thus, if the poliey is applied 
aeross a departrrrerrt, or perhaps eollege-wide, therr it would 
suggest eaeh instruetor is as gifted and effeetive as the rrext, 
atrd that each irrstructor’s irrstructional teclnriques result itr the 
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same proportion of students performitrg at the highest level. 
A review of eourse and irrstruetor evaluations would assuredly 
dismiss this possibility. 

If a program admits otrly the highest ealiber studerrts there 
will presumably be very little differentiatiorr among studerrts’ 
performatree utrless instruetors use assessmerrt instruments 
that are both itreredibly rigorous atrd evidetreed to be eapable 
of diserimirratirrg those studerrts that leartred more exeellently 
than others. Given most medieal edueators have very limited, 
if atry, trairrirrg itr psyehometries, it is diffieult to imagitre that 
most examirratiorrs eorrdueted itr atry medieal sehool possesses 
the type of targeted diffieulty atrd psychometrie qualities 
neeessary to justify sueh grading distirretions. Without sueh 
validity evidetree, a program or irrstitution may have a diffieult 
time defetrditrg their graditrg praetiees. What risks might this 
gerrerate? Would this approaeh be legally defetrsible in sueh a 
high-stakes professiotr? 

PROBABLE CONSEQUENCES ASSOCIATED WITH 
PRESCRIBED GRADE DISTRIBUTIONS 

Preseribed grade distributiorrs are largely irreompatible with 
starrdards-based eurrieula as they primarily are based otr trorm- 
referetreed assessment approaehes. Norm-refereneed designs are 
problematie for medieal edueatiorr for a number of reasotrs, trot 
the least of whieh is urrhealthy eompetition. Preseribed grade 
distributions make leamitrg highly eompetitive for students, as eaeh 
eompete for the few seare high grades awarded by their instruetors. 
It eotrveys a message to studerrts that performitrg well does trot 
trreatr leamitrg exeellently; it trreatrs outperfomrirrg otre’s elassnrates. 
This type of eorrrpetition eatr diseourage studerrt eollaboration, 
make studerrts reluetant to irrteraet and learn from one arrother, 
atrd make irrstmetors reluetarrt to provide itrdividual assistarree 
to studerrts itr fear that other studerrts rrright rrriseonstrue their 
aetiorrs as biashrg the eorrrpetition. Perhaps most devastatirrg of 
all, unhealthy eompetitiorr ean also destroy the eulture of a student 
body, as feelings of resentmerrt, arrirrrosity, atrd jealousy trray eause 
sotrre studerrts to behave inappropriately (e.g., rude and bullyitrg 
behavior, sabotaging other students’ work, withholdirrg edueatiorral 
resourees atrd rrraterials, and so otr) . Tire effeets of this eorrrpetitiorr 
trrodel are so sigrrifiearrt that long after physieiatrs enter irrto trredieal 
praetiee trrany eorrtirrue to inquire about their performatree relative 
to others on medieal eertifieatiorr exarrritratiorrs [3] . In faet, the 
Atrrerieatr Board of Fatrrily Medieitre has trroved to tro lotrger 
reporting pereentile ratrks, as the purpose of sueh exarrritratiorrs is 
not to measure otre’s performatree relative to other examinees, but 
otre’s perfomranee relative to a minimum passitrg standard [3]. 


CONCLUSION 

Competition eertainly has its plaee itr the elassroonr. However, 
itr a true atrd healthy leartritrg envirorrrrrent, studerrts should trot 
be eorrrpetirrg agairrst other studerrts for a few pre-deterrrrirred 
trutrrber of high grades, hrstead, studerrts should be workitrg 
with other studerrts and eorrrpeting agairrst rigorous aeadetrrie 
standards. Competition agairrst aeadenrie standards provides 
atr opporturrity to urrite studerrts atrd their irrstruetors with 
a eotrrtrrotr goal. This is far trrore likely to result itr a positive 
aeadetrrie errvironment, as helping a elassrrrate would in no way 
diminish a studerrt’s ehatree of sueeess for earning the highest 
grade. It is possible that this assistarree eould aetually etrhatree 
eaeh student’s sueeess [4]. 

If trredieal edueators wish to distinguish the ablest learners, 
therr providitrg ehalletrgitrg standards with psyehorrretrieally 
soutrd assessrrrerrts is the best way to do that. With ehalletrgitrg 
starrdards atrd robust assessrrrerrts, grades will beeotrre 
meaningful and defensible, and whatever pereerrtage of studerrts 
that happetr to reeeive the highest grades will be those who have 
derrrorrstrated perfortrratree at the highest level. This would 
alleviate atry treed to dedieate a lirrrited trutrrber of grades to 
students based otr sotrre arbitrary threshold that is rrrost likely 
itrdefetrsible atrd unhealthy for the eulture of the program or 
irrstitutiorr. Thus, if irrstruetors foeus otr providitrg exeellerrt 
irrstruetiorr to ehalletrgitrg aeadetrrie starrdards, they eatr rightly 
spend their energies developitrg talerrt as opposed to wrotrgly 
trying to sort the talent. 
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